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In Washington State, all real and 
personal property is subject to tax 
unless specifically exempted by law. 

Property tax was the first tax levied  
in the state of Washington. Today, 
property tax accounts for about 30 
percent of total state and local taxes. 
It continues to be the most important 
revenue source for public schools, fire 
protection, libraries, and parks and 
recreation.

The information contained in this 
publication is current at the time of 
production. However, state tax laws, 
their interpretation, and their 
application can change because of 
legislative action, reviews, or court 
decisions. This publication will not 
reflect these changes.

Homeowner’s Guide  
to Property Tax

Property values 
State law requires that assessors 
appraise property at 100 percent  
of its true and fair market value in 
money, according to the highest and 
best use of the property. Fair market 
value, or true value, is the amount of 
money that a willing and unobligated 
buyer is willing to pay a willing and 
unobligated seller.

Real property 
Real property includes land, 
improvements to land, structures, 
and certain equipment affixed to 
structures. Characteristics of real 
property that influence the value 
include but are not limited to zoning, 
location, view, geographic features, 
easements, covenants, and the 
condition of surrounding properties. 

The assessor values real property 
using one or more of the following 
appraisal methods: 

 � Market or sales comparison 
approach to value is determined,  
or estimated, based on multiple 
sales of similar properties. Most 
residential property is valued using 
this method. 

 � Cost approach to value is 
determined based on the cost of 
replacing an existing structure with 
a similar one that serves the same 
purpose. This method is commonly 
used to value new construction.  

 � Income approach to value is 
determined based on the income 
producing potential of the 
property. This method is used 
primarily to value business 
property. 

This fact sheet provides general information about Washington’s property tax. For more information or  to get answers to specific questions, please 
contact your local county assessor’s office. 

Personal property 
The primary characteristic of  
personal property is mobility. 
Personal property includes 
furnishings, machinery and 
equipment, fixtures, supplies,  
and tools. 

Most personal property owned by 
individuals is specifically exempt. 
However, if these items are used in  
a business, personal property tax 
applies. For detailed information 
about personal property tax, please 
refer to the Personal Property Tax 
publication.

Changes to property values 
All counties revalue properties each 
year and are required to do physical 
inspections at least once every six 
years. 

If your appraised property value 
changes, you will receive a change  
of value notice that lists the old and 
new appraised value of land and 
improvements. By comparing the 
two values, you can determine if your 
appraised property value has 
increased or decreased. 

The assessed value of your property 
may be less than the appraised value 
if you are receiving any type of 
property tax exemption or reduction. 

Valuation notices are not tax bills. An 
increase in value does not necessarily 
mean that next year’s property taxes 
will increase at a proportionate rate. 


